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The Communist Manifesto Text on Women: A Deep Dive into
Historical Context and Ideological Impact

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a foundational text in
political and economic thought, offering a radical critique of capitalist society and envisioning a classless
future. While its primary focus is on the class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, the
Manifesto also touches upon the societal position of women, particularly within the context of bourgeois
marriage and family structures. Understanding the Communist Manifesto text on women requires delving
into the historical period in which it was written and analyzing its arguments within the broader
framework of Marxist theory. This article will explore how the Manifesto addresses the subjugation of
women under capitalism, the proposed abolition of bourgeois family norms, and the potential for liberation
within a communist society, examining the specific passages that illuminate these crucial aspects of the text.
By analyzing the Communist Manifesto text on women, we can gain a deeper appreciation for its

revolutionary implications for gender relations and its lasting influence on feminist thought.
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The Communist Manifesto's Core Arguments on Women

The Communist Manifesto text on women, while not a primary focus, presents a compelling argument that
the position of women is inextricably linked to the economic system of capitalism. Marx and Engels
contend that under bourgeois rule, women, like the proletariat, are subjected to forms of exploitation and
oppression. They argue that the prevailing social relations, particularly those within the family unit, are
not natural or immutable but are products of specific historical and economic conditions. The Manifesto
posits that the supposed "enlightened" bourgeois society, with its emphasis on private property and
individual gain, paradoxically creates conditions of widespread misery and social decay, which also impact
the lives of women. The text explicitly criticizes the bourgeois family as a unit built upon economic
dependency and the commodification of relationships, suggesting that this institution serves to perpetuate

class divisions and social inequalities.

Furthermore, the Manifesto asserts that the bourgeoisie's own morality and societal norms are often
hypocritical when it comes to women and family. They point out that what the bourgeoisie condemns as
the "open and avowed community of women" is, in fact, practiced in a more disguised and exploitative
manner within their own circles, through prostitution and the legal subjugation of wives to their husbands.
This critical observation highlights the perceived double standards and the inherent contradictions within
capitalist society regarding gender roles and sexual morality. The Communist Manifesto text on women
thus frames the liberation of women not as a separate feminist issue, but as an integral part of the broader

proletarian revolution and the dismantling of capitalist structures.

Bourgeois Marriage and the Exploitation of Women

A significant portion of the Communist Manifesto text on women centers on its critique of bourgeois
marriage. Marx and Engels famously state that "The bourgeois sees his wife as a mere instrument of
production.” This statement encapsulates their view that within the capitalist system, marriage is largely an
economic arrangement, where women are treated as property and their value is determined by their
utility in maintaining the family's social and economic status. The institution of marriage, according to the
Manifesto, is not based on genuine affection or equality but on the protection of private property and the
continuation of lineage. The wife, in this context, is essentially a form of inherited or acquired property,
and her role is to manage the domestic sphere and produce heirs, thereby ensuring the transmission of

wealth and social standing.

The text further elaborates on this point by drawing a parallel between the exploitative relationship
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat and the relationship between husband and wife within the
bourgeois family. Just as the capitalist exploits the labor of the worker for profit, the husband, as the legal
owner and head of the household, is seen to exert control and ownership over his wife. Her economic

dependence on him reinforces this power dynamic. The Manifesto argues that the supposed sanctity and



indissolubility of bourgeois marriage are merely reflections of the bourgeois commitment to private
property and the maintenance of existing power structures. The economic realities of marriage under
capitalism, therefore, create a situation where women are systematically disadvantaged and their autonomy

is severely curtailed.

The Family as an Instrument of Capitalist Exploitation

The Communist Manifesto extends its critique beyond marriage to the very concept of the bourgeois
family. The text argues that the family, as it exists under capitalism, is not a natural or purely loving unit
but an economic institution that serves the interests of the ruling class. Engels, in particular, would later
elaborate on this in more detail, but the Manifesto lays the groundwork by asserting that the bourgeoisie, in
its pursuit of profit, has dissolved many traditional bonds and relationships, yet it clings to the family unit as
a bastion of its own power. The family, in this view, becomes an instrument for the indoctrination of
bourgeois ideology and the perpetuation of capitalist values from one generation to the next. Children are

raised to accept the existing social order and to compete within the capitalist system.

Moreover, the Manifesto highlights how the economic realities of capitalism lead to the breakdown of
traditional family structures for the working class. Proletarian families are often destabilized by the need for
all available labor, including that of women and children, to participate in the workforce. This economic
pressure, while seemingly a deviation from the ideal bourgeois family, ultimately reinforces the capitalist
mode of production. The Communist Manifesto text on women implicitly suggests that the degradation of
family life for the working class is a direct consequence of capitalist exploitation. The family unit, therefore,
is seen not as a refuge from the harsh realities of capitalism, but as a microcosm reflecting and perpetuating

those very realities.

Communist Views on the Abolition of the Family

A central and often controversial tenet derived from the Communist Manifesto text on women is the call
for the abolition of the bourgeois family. This proposal is not a call for the eradication of all family ties or
affection, but specifically for the abolition of the family as an economic unit based on private property and
the subjugation of women. Marx and Engels argue that in a communist society, where private property is
abolished, the economic basis for the bourgeois family will disappear. The dependence of women on their
husbands for economic security will no longer exist, and children will not be merely instruments for the

inheritance of property.

The Manifesto clarifies this point by stating, "On what foundation is the present family, the bourgeois
family, based? On capital, on private property. In its completely developed form, this family exists only

among the bourgeoisie. But this state of things finds its complement in the enforced celibacy of proletarians,



and in the prostitution of proletarians of both sexes." This passage underscores that the bourgeois family is an
exclusive institution, not universally accessible, and that its existence is tied to wealth. By proposing the
abolition of private property, communism aims to create a society where all individuals, including women,
are economically independent and relationships are based on love and mutual respect rather than economic
necessity. The "communists have no intention of abolishing the community of women, which, they
pretend, is altogether at communal property among the Communists," is a sarcastic rebuttal to bourgeois

accusations, implying that the bourgeoisie already practices a form of communal exploitation of women.

Women's Emancipation in a Communist Society

The envisioned communist society, as described in the Manifesto, promises the emancipation of women.
With the abolition of private property and the elimination of the economic basis for the bourgeois family,
women would no longer be dependent on men. This economic independence is seen as a prerequisite for
true social and personal freedom. The Manifesto suggests that in a communist society, the burdensome labor
of childcare and domestic management would be socialized, freeing women from their traditional roles and
allowing them to participate fully in all aspects of social and economic life. This participation would not be

limited to the workforce but would extend to political, intellectual, and cultural spheres.

The text envisages a society where women are not relegated to the domestic sphere or treated as mere
sexual partners or producers of heirs. Instead, they would be equal participants in the collective enterprise
of building a new society. The removal of the economic constraints and social prejudices associated with
capitalism would allow women to develop their full potential as human beings. The Communist Manifesto
text on women, therefore, links the liberation of women directly to the success of the proletarian
revolution and the establishment of a classless society. This interconnectedness is a key aspect of Marxist
thought on gender, viewing women's oppression as a symptom of a larger systemic problem rooted in

economic exploitation.

Critiques and Interpretations of the Communist Manifesto Text

on Women

The Communist Manifesto text on women has been subject to numerous critiques and diverse
interpretations since its publication. One of the most common criticisms is that the Manifesto's vision of the
abolition of the family is overly simplistic and potentially destructive to fundamental human relationships
and societal stability. Critics argue that it fails to acknowledge the intrinsic value of family bonds beyond
their economic function and underestimates the psychological and social importance of kinship structures.
Some feminist scholars, while recognizing the Manifesto's critique of women's subjugation under
capitalism, have also pointed out that its focus on class struggle can overshadow or even neglect specific

gendered forms of oppression that might persist or emerge in different ways in a post-revolutionary



society.

Furthermore, the historical implementation of communist regimes in various countries has led to a
complex legacy regarding women's rights. While some communist states did implement policies aimed at
improving women's access to education, employment, and political participation, they often failed to fully
dismantle patriarchal structures or address issues of domestic violence and inequality within the home. The
state's control over social life in these regimes also led to different forms of control over women's bodies and
lives. Therefore, interpreting the Communist Manifesto text on women requires a nuanced understanding
of both its theoretical propositions and their historical application, acknowledging both its liberatory
potential and its limitations in practice. The absence of a detailed feminist analysis within the Manifesto
itself has also been a point of discussion, with some scholars arguing that a more explicit and developed

theory of gender liberation was needed.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Communist Manifesto's

Stance on Women

In conclusion, the Communist Manifesto text on women provides a powerful critique of the patriarchal
structures embedded within capitalist society, particularly as they manifest in marriage and the family.
Marx and Engels argued that bourgeois marriage is an economic transaction that subordinates women and
that the family unit, under capitalism, serves to perpetuate class privilege and exploit labor. Their call for
the abolition of the bourgeois family and the promise of women's emancipation through economic
independence and social participation in a communist society remain significant points of discussion. While
interpretations and historical applications of these ideas have varied, the Manifesto's core argument that
women's liberation is intrinsically tied to the overthrow of capitalism continues to resonate. The
Communist Manifesto text on women, therefore, stands as a foundational, albeit debated, contribution to the

historical discourse on gender equality and social revolution.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the Communist Manifesto address the subjugation of women in
bourgeois society?

The Communist Manifesto argues that under bourgeois society, women are often treated as mere
instruments of production, primarily serving as wives and mothers within the confines of the capitalist
family structure. It posits that their status is degraded and that they are subjected to the same economic

exploitation as men, albeit often in different forms.



What does the Manifesto mean by 'bourgeois prostitution' in relation to

women?

The term 'bourgeois prostitution' in the Manifesto refers to the societal and economic conditions where
women, particularly those in the bourgeois class, are compelled or encouraged to marry for financial
security and social standing rather than genuine affection or choice. It highlights a commodification of

relationships and women's bodies within the capitalist system.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the complete abolition of the
family?

The Manifesto states that communists do not propose the abolition of the family in general, but rather the
abolition of the "bourgeois family.' It critiques the existing family structure as being based on capital and
private property, arguing that this basis will disappear with the abolition of private property, leading to a

different, more equitable form of social organization.

What is the Manifesto's vision for the role of women in a communist
society?

The Manifesto suggests that in a communist society, with the abolition of private property and the
establishment of communal means of production, women would be liberated from their current subjugated
status. It implies that women would participate more fully in social production and gain greater autonomy,

moving beyond their traditional roles within the capitalist family.

How has the interpretation of the Manifesto's views on women evolved

over time?

Interpretations of the Manifesto's stance on women have varied significantly. Some see it as a progressive,
albeit brief, statement that initiated a conversation about women's liberation within a broader class struggle
framework. Others criticize it for its limited focus on women's specific experiences and the potential for
socialist societies to replicate or create new forms of patriarchal control, highlighting the need for a more

nuanced feminist analysis.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to communist, feminist, and intersectional themes, with descriptions:

1. The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Edition
This seminal work by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels lays out the fundamental principles of communism,

advocating for a classless society and the abolition of private property. While not explicitly focused on



gender, its critique of oppressive structures and calls for liberation resonate deeply with feminist
movements. It provides a historical and theoretical foundation for understanding class struggle, which

intersects with struggles for gender equality.

2. The Second Sex

Simone de Beauvoir's groundbreaking feminist text analyzes the historical and societal construction of
woman as the "Other." It critically examines how women have been relegated to a secondary status in
patriarchal societies, drawing parallels to other forms of oppression. While rooted in existentialism, its
critique of societal norms and power structures aligns with Marxist analysis of societal control and

liberation.

3. Women and Socialism: Past and Present

This book likely explores the historical relationship between socialist and feminist movements, examining
how women have been both advocates for and impacted by socialist policies. It would delve into the
evolution of feminist thought within socialist frameworks, addressing the unique challenges and
opportunities faced by women in pursuit of both gender and economic equality. The work probably

analyzes historical figures and movements that bridged these two critical social justice arenas.

4. The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution

Shulamith Firestone's radical feminist work applies a materialist analysis, similar to Marxist thought, to
argue that patriarchy is rooted in biological reproduction and the resulting division of labor. She proposes a
feminist revolution that dismantles not just capitalism but also the family unit and biological sex roles. The

book offers a provocative argument for a complete societal overhaul to achieve genuine gender liberation.

5. The Problem of Women's Liberation

This title suggests an exploration of the complex and multifaceted nature of achieving women's liberation.
It likely examines the various theoretical approaches, from socialist feminism to radical feminism, and their
attempts to address systemic inequalities. The book probably grapples with the practical challenges and

ongoing debates within feminist movements regarding the most effective strategies for emancipation.

6. Marxist Feminism: A Critical Introduction

This book would serve as an accessible overview of Marxist feminist theory, explaining how it integrates
Marxist class analysis with feminist critiques of patriarchy. It likely details the core tenets of this approach,
such as the concept of "social reproduction” and its impact on women's labor. The work would trace the
development of Marxist feminism and its contributions to understanding the interconnectedness of

economic and gender oppression.

7. Gender, Race, and Class: Intersectionality and the Political Economy

This title signals a deep dive into intersectional theory, examining how gender, race, and class operate
simultaneously to create unique experiences of oppression and privilege. It would likely utilize a political
economy framework to analyze how these intersecting identities are shaped by capitalist and patriarchal
systems. The book probably advocates for a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of social justice

struggles.



8. The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State

Friedrich Engels' classic work, heavily influenced by Lewis Henry Morgan's anthropological research,
traces the historical development of these institutions. He argues that the rise of private property led to the
subjugation of women and the establishment of patriarchal family structures. This book provides a

materialist explanation for the oppression of women, connecting it to economic systems.

9. Women Resist: Voices from the Global Feminist Movement

This collection of essays or narratives likely showecases the diverse experiences and struggles of women
worldwide within broader social justice movements. It might highlight how women have actively
participated in and shaped socialist and anti-capitalist struggles, bringing their gendered perspectives to the
forefront. The book would emphasize agency and resilience, demonstrating the vital role of women in

challenging oppressive power structures globally.
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